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I step into the dimly lit living room of Jake’s house, the bass from the speakers vibrating through my chest, mingling with the hum of voices and laughter. The air is thick with the scent of cheap beer, sweat, and something sweet—maybe the remnants of a spilled cocktail. I pause for a moment, taking it all in, feeling the weight of being here alone. Emma’s absence is a hollow ache in my chest, but I’m determined to make the most of it. I grab a beer from the cooler on the kitchen counter, the cold bottle a welcome relief against my clammy palm. As I crack it open, the sharp hiss of the cap echoes in my ears, and I scan the room for a familiar face.

That’s when I see him. Ryan. He’s leaning against the wall near the window, a drink in his hand, his laughter cutting through the noise like a knife. His dark hair falls perfectly over his forehead, and his smile is easy, confident, like he owns the room. I’ve seen him around before—he’s a friend of Jake’s—but we’ve never really talked. He’s always been... noticeable. Not just because he’s good-looking, but because he carries himself like he’s untouchable, like he knows something you don’t.

I take a long sip of my beer, trying to shake off the sudden awareness of him. It’s stupid, but I can’t help but notice the way his jeans hug his thighs or how his shirt clings just enough to hint at the muscles underneath. I force myself to look away, focusing instead on the group of guys playing pool in the corner. Their raucous laughter fills the space, a temporary distraction from the way my stomach flips at the sight of Ryan.

“Hey, Cameron!” Jake calls out, slapping me on the back hard enough to make me stumble. “Good to see you, man. Where’s Emma?”

“Work,” I reply, shrugging. “Figured I’d come anyway.”

Jake nods, already turning back to the girl he was talking to, her laughter high and tinkling. I take another swig of my beer, feeling a little adrift. That’s when Ryan appears beside me, his presence announced by the faint scent of his cologne—something woody and spicy that makes my stomach flip in a way I can’t explain.

“Cameron, right?” he says, extending his hand. His grip is firm, his touch warm, and I feel a jolt of electricity run up my arm. “Ryan. We’ve met before, but I don’t think we’ve actually talked.”
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